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The Quilt Trails of Western N.C. Initiative is an example of 
place-based economic development. It capitalizes on specific 
natural and cultural assets that can’t be outsourced beyond the 
region.  Image courtesy of Barbara Webster.
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Most planners working in the Western region of North 
Carolina are well aware that the region’s environment, 
economy, and cultural traditions are inextricably bound 
together from both historical and contemporary perspectives. 
Extraordinary mountain landscapes and globally-significant 
levels of biodiversity inspire entrepreneurial energy that 
manifests as exquisite art, enchanting music, and place-
based industries that provide thousands of jobs and pump 
millions of dollars into the regional economy.  Nurturing 
the region’s strengths and assets over time depends on our 
ability to see the connections between these diverse local 
assets and chart a future that is a sustainable response to 
the possibilities and limitations of this particular place. 
To this effect, the Western North Carolina Vitality Index 
(WNC Vitality Index), funded by the Mountain Resources 
Commission (MRC), is a new web-based decision support 
tool recently developed to inform decision-makers and the 
general public about sustainability issues in the western 27 
counties.  
Regional projects require broad-based participation 
from both public and private entities that are able to 
come together in a forum that is conducive to honest 
communication and reliable technical data.  In 2009, the 
General Assembly adopted legislation that created the 
MRC, a group with a legislative charge to coordinate 
with local and regional partners and provide advisory 
recommendations and educational tools to protect and 
enhance the region’s place-based assets.  During the 
initial strategic planning work session held soon after 
the establishment of the MRC, the members adopted the 
following mission statement: “The mission of the North 
Carolina [MRC] is to take care of our natural resources to 
enhance and sustain quality of life and ensure the long-term 
health of our region and our people.”  The members also 
discussed the need to encourage a vision of sustainability 
that would encompass all 27 counties in the western 
region by illustrating the connections that exist between its 
natural, cultural, and economic conditions and examining 
the viability of each as a relationship to the other. 
The need for a product like the Vitality Index was 
recognized for some time throughout the western region. 
Funding entities, such as the Blue Ridge National Heritage 
Area, often expressed the need for regional information 
to help guide grant decisions for targeted priorities that 
benefit the region as a whole.  A number of organizations 
collect data on specific issue sectors, but prior to the 
Vitality Index, there was no concerted effort to consolidate 
the information into one tool and examine the relationships 
between different issues.  The inability to easily access 
comprehensive information is a barrier to more effective 
regional coordination and allocation of limited resources 
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through grant awards and program funds.  
The U.S. Forest Service developed a wonderful hard 
copy and web-based product, the Western North Carolina 
Report Card on Forest Sustainability, which focuses on 
the connections between the future of forestry and other 
sustainability metrics for the region1.  The Report Card 
begins to address the need for a regional examination 
of sustainability, however only covers 17 counties and 
is focused on a particular resource topic area.  The U.S. 
Forest Service contracted with Jim Fox at the National 
Environmental Modeling and Analysis Center (NEMAC) 
at the University of North Carolina-Asheville to assist with 
the development of the Report Card.  Mr. Fox, a technical 
advisor to the MRC, provided them with some options 
of how the Report Card could be expanded to cover the 
entire western region and include additional sustainability 
metrics. With financial assistance from the U.S. Forest 
Service and the Blue Ridge National Heritage Area, the 
MRC developed the Vitality Index, which is a greatly 
expanded version of the original forestry report card.  
The WNC Vitality Index covers a total of 27 counties 
and incorporate a much broader set of over 100 different 
metrics to measure regional sustainability.  The MRC’s 
technical council met for over a year to discuss what 
metrics were most useful, and what specific data was 
available to cover all 27 counties so a true regional picture 
could be developed.  The natural environment is described 
with data sets including issues such as various natural 
heritage characteristics, biodiversity indices, land cover 
and natural area fragmentation, aquatic and atmospheric 
classifications, and wildlife habitat.  Economic data 
concerning job creation and employment numbers, 
industry sector vitality, poverty levels, and place-based 
businesses are included with the assistance of Dr. Todd 
Cherry from Appalachian State University.  Dr. Cherry 
collected economic data for years and compiled it in the 
monthly WNC Economic Index, which is used by many 
industries and entrepreneurial programs to gauge regional 
economic health.  The economic impacts of agriculture are 
also included, as is a comprehensive data set concerning 
soil types and water availability.  Additional metrics 
illustrate the benefits of tourism and historic crafts to the 
region.  Other issues represented in the index are population 
demographics such as education levels, mobility, incidence 
of disease, access to health care, data concerning aging 
and other population demographics, and other health and 
wellness indicators. 
Data sets were selected based on a number of 
characteristics including level of comprehensiveness, 
ability to be depicted spatially, and filling information gaps 
about traditionally underrepresented sectors.  Additionally, 
specific narratives based on actual examples and 
experiences were incorporated to illustrate the relevance 
of various types of information and how they relate to 
each other.  Users create their own maps using the tool, 
and since the web-based format can be easily and cost-
effectively updated, the public will always have fresh and 
reliable information available at no cost.  
The tool will also assist regional planning efforts by 
providing data in a regional context as opposed to traditional 
data silos.  Users will be able to compare metrics at the 
regional, county, and local levels and see trends illustrated 
graphically.  Many metrics give information about how the 
western region compares to national and state averages. 
The results have certainly indicated that problems may 
not always have the same solutions in the west as they 
WNC Vitality Index Mapping.  An example of the web-based mapping tool for the Vitality 
Index. Image courtesy of Judy Francis.
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would in other parts of the state due to differences in 
infrastructure capacity, income shortfalls, and geographic 
limitations.  The data is already being used by planners at 
Land of Sky Regional Council of Governments as part of 
their Sustainable Communities Initiative.
Western North Carolina is a prime example of a 
place-based economy.  It has a culture that is uniquely 
driven by its landscape and a locally-driven market that 
relies heavily on its natural and cultural assets.  A well-
planned and deliberate approach to sustainability for this 
region will be dependent on the long-range vision and 
creative entrepreneurship of its residents, decision-makers, 
and technical staff, such as the local and regional planners 
that serve them.  Their fate is entwined with that of this 
land, and rests entirely on their ability to base decisions 
on what is best and fair for both the land and its people—
the WNC Vitality Index can assist with developing this 
deeper understanding of the complexities and relationships 
between these different players and the land they live.
Try out the WNC Vitality Index here: 
http://dev.nemac.org/mrc/ecosystems/biodiversity
To learn more about the N.C. Mountain Resources visit: 
http://www.onencnaturally.org/pages/CO_Mountain_ 
Resources_Commission.html
Endnotes
1 http://nemac.unca.edu/wnc-report-card
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